University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiCen

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

10-10-1996

Trade, Cooperation Talks Between Central
America, Canada Move Forward
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/noticen
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "Trade, Cooperation Talks Between Central America, Canada Move Forward." (1996).
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/noticen/8165

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiCen by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 55493
ISSN: 1089-1560

Trade, Cooperation Talks Between Central America, Canada
Move Forward
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Region
Published: 1996-10-10
In mid-September, the foreign ministers from all the Central American countries met with Canadian
Foreign Minister Lloyd Axworthy in Guatemala to continue negotiations on trade and cooperation
accords. At the meeting, Axworthy announced Canadian financial aid for various regional projects.
At the same time, the ministers set up a commission to review new tariff breaks for Central
American exports to Canada and agreed to promote Canadian investment on the isthmus. The
Canadian and isthmian governments agreed to strengthen their trade and cooperation ties during
a presidential summit in Ottawa last May 16-17, attended by Prime Minister Jean Chretian and the
heads of state of all the Central American countries (see NotiCen, 05/30/96).
The recent conference of foreign ministers marks the first high- level meeting to pursue the
preliminary agreements made last May. During the meeting, Axworthy gave final approval for
a US$25 million contribution by the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) for
the construction of a regional electricity production and distribution network in Central America
(Sistema de Interconexion Electrica en Centroamerica, SIEPAC). Construction of SIEPAC is
scheduled to begin in 1997 at a cost of about US$500 million (see NotiCen, 08/29/96). Perhaps
more important, the ministers agreed to arrange a special forum for Canadian firms interested in
investing in the electricity sector in Central America. The governments estimate that some US$8
billion will be needed during the next ten years to construct new hydroelectric and other generating
plants to meet regional growth in electricity demand.
Axworthy also reaffirmed support for a variety of regional projects now being financed through
CIDA. Most of those projects are receiving technical assistance through the Regional Initiatives
Support Program (Programa PAR), set up by CIDA to assist economic modernization and adoption
of sustainable-development policies in Central America. Among the projects is an effort to construct
a regionwide stock market for agricultural goods. PAR is supervising the project, which aims to
bolster the exchange of agricultural products and supplies among the isthmian countries, while
promoting the integration of national commodity exchanges into a regional network.
In addition to multilateral aid, Axworthy also signed some new bilateral accords, such as US$8
million for a program in Guatemala to help reintegrate former refugees returning from Mexico into
rural areas. The program is part of Guatemala's postwar reconstruction efforts, since a final accord
to end the country's 36-year guerrilla insurgency is expected to be signed by December, at the latest.
Apart from Canadian aid, the ministers continued negotiations over the extension of Central
America's benefits under Canada's General System of Preferences (GSP), which reduces tariffs on a
wide variety of exports to the Canadian market. The isthmian governments are requesting that the
GSP be broadened to include 80% of Central American exports to Canada. The ministers agreed to
set up a technical commission to study the issue, which will include the deputy ministers of trade
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and economy from all the countries. The remaining 20% of Central American exports are textiles,
which must be negotiated separately as part of the region's efforts to join the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA). The isthmian governments are currently lobbying the US and Canadian
governments to grant them parity status for their textile exports to those countries to enable them to
compete with Mexico's textile exports.
The ministers also committed their governments to finalize an open-skies policy for air traffic
between the isthmus and Canada before the end of the year. The accord, which is now under
review by another commission set up for that purpose, is expected to strengthen the regional tourist
industry. Finally, the ministers agreed to accelerate bilateral negotiations between Canada and each
of the isthmian nations to sign individual investment-protection accords, which is a prerequisite
before Canadian investors move aggressively into the region. During the meeting, Canada signed
the first such accord with Panama, and accords with the other countries are expected to be finalized
in the next few months. [Sources: P.A.R. Program newsletter (Costa Rica), May 1996; Diario de
Hoy (El Salvador), 07/27/96; Siglo Veintiuno (Guatemala), 08/16/96; Agencia Centroamericana de
Noticias-Spanish news service EFE, 09/01/96; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 09/19/96;
Agence France-Presse, 09/10/96, 10/03/96]
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